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"KEEPING  UP  WITH  GOD" 

"Cease  to  dwell  on  days  gone  by  and  to  brood  over 
past  history.  Here  and  now  I  will  do  a  new  thing; 
this  moment  it  will  break  from  the  bud.  Can  you 
not  perceive  it?  (Isaiah  43:14-19  NEB) 


On  the  front  wall  of  the  dining  hail  at  Princeton  Theo- 
logical Seminary  there  hangs  a  portrait  of  a  bearded  patri- 
arch poring  over  the  pages  of  a  sacred  book.    The  students 
have  a  jocular  if  not  irreverent  way  of  interpreting  that  paint- 
ing as  II  Isaiah  reading  I  Isaiah* 

It  is  widely  conceded  that  Isaiah  40-55  came  from  a 
different  hand  than  the  hand  that  gave  us  chapters  l-39„ 
This  nameless  prophet,  many  of  whose  words  have  been 
happily  incorporated  into  Handel's  "Messiah,"  has  been 
hailed  by  some  as  the  greatest  prophet,    Martin  Buber  de- 
scribes him  as  "the  originator  of  a  theology  of  world  history,' 
Julius  Bewer  speaks  of  himas  "the  evangelist  of  the  Old 
Testament, " 

So  much  for  his  credentials*    Hear  now  his  words  in 
the  text  of  the  day  in  the  scintillating  language  of  the  New 
English  Bible:    "Cease  to  dwell  on  days  gone  by  and  to  brood 
over  past  history.    Here  and  now  I  will  do  a  new  thing;  this 
moment  it  will  break  from  the  budQ    Can  you  not  perceive 
it?"    (Isaiah  43:18-19) 

This  verse  opens  with  a  startling  imperative.  "Cease 
to  dwell  on  days  gone  by, .  ."    Or,  in  the  tamer  but  more  fa- 
miliar language  of  the  King  James  Version,  "Remember  not 
the  former  things, . ."    This  is  a  startling  imperative  be- 
cause it  counters  the  Old  Testament  emphasis  on  remember- 
ing.   The  verb  "zachar"  in  Hebrew  means  to  remember  and 
is  found  more  than  one  hundred  and  fifty  times  in  the  Old 
Testament,    Israel  was  not  a  large  nation  as  nations  go. 
She  was  not  particularly  wealthy.    Her  army  was:not  for- 


midabie.    The  people  had  no  striking  genius  for  government 
or  administration.    What  kept  the  nation  going  was  its  mem- 
ory of  a  God  who  had  delivered  them  from  Egypt,  brought 
them  through  the  wilderness,  and  established  them  in  the 
land. 

Just  prior  to  the  words  in  our  text,  in  fact,  the  pro- 
.fii;t calls  attention  to  the  mighty  acts  of  God„    He  recalls 
Yahweh  as  the  one  who  made  a  way  in  the  sea  and  a  path  in 
the  mighty  waters  which  brought  forth  the  chariots  and  the 
horses,  the  army  and  the  power  of  the  Egyptians,  and  snuf- 
fed them  out  like  a  wick*    With  surprising  suddenness  he 
turns  to  another  tack,  .He  appears  to  reverse  himself  com- 
pletely.   "Remember  not!"    "Cease  to  dwell  on  days  gone  by!" 

A  closer  look  at  this  passage  will  explain  the  shift. 
H  Isaiah  was  a  prophet  in  exile.  He  and  some  forty -six  hundred 
others  were  seven  hundred  miles  from  home.    Jerusalem  had 
fallen  to  the  Babylonians  in  586BC  and  these  people  had  been 
deported.    Used  to  mountains,  the  land  in  which  they  were 
living  was  now  flat.    Used  to  early  morning  dew,  they  found 
Babylon  dry.    Used  to  the  God  of  Abraham,  Isaac  and  Jacob, 
they  were  now  forced  to  live  in  the  bailiwick  of  Marduk. 

And  as  if  this  were  not  pressure  enough}  they  experi- 
enced their  exile  during  a  time  of  unsettling  international 
transition.    The  rise  of  Cyrus  the  Persian  had  an  electrify- 
ing effect  on  Assyria,  Babylon,  Egypt,  Greece,  and  even 
smaller  countries  like  Phoenicia  and  Israel. 

Some  thought  the  better  part  of  wisdom  was  to  fit  in, 
and  they  adjusted  to  their  Babylonian  captivity.    But  most 
used  this  experience  to  intensify  their  commitment  to  their 
Godo    They  could  not  worship  in  the  temple  in  Jerusalem, 
indeed  Jerusalem  was  gone,  so  they  founded  synagogues. 
They  assiduously  practiced  the  right  of  circumcision  and 
adhered  rigidly  to  the  Sabbath.    And, most  of  all,  they  re- 
membered, and  remembered,  and  remembered  the  tradition 
of  their  fathers. 

It  was  precisely  this  excessive  concentration  on  what 
God  had  done  that  blinded  them  to  what  God  was  doing  now. 
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Our  text9  in.  a  sense,  is  a  rhetorical  device  designed  to  help 
restore  balance,  "Remember  not!"  The  past  was  meant  to 
be  a  guide-postj  not  a  hitching-post. 


The  purpose  of  Advent  is  to  get  us  to  re-dimension 
our  view  of  life  to  make  room  for  God  now,    This  is  no  easy 
task.    We  are  all  addicted  to  a  certain  amount  of  nostalgia. 
On  the  market  for  Christmas  purchase  are  full-scale  vol- 
umes of  the  comic  strip  "Orphan  Annie.  "     Ors   if  you  are 
anti -feminist ,  a  volume  on  the  early  escapades  of  "Dick 
Tracy. "    There  are  books  in  growing  numbers  that  center 
in  old  movies  and  the  early  personalities  of  radio.    It  is 
easier  to  idealize  the  past  than  it  is  to  see  God  in  the  pre- 
sent, 

Moreover ,  our  culture  tends  to  reduce  ail  the  facts 
of  personal  and  corporate  life  to  a  naturalistic  level.    We 
are  given  to  believe  that  what  is  behind  our  daily  headlines 
and  news  reports  is  nothing  more  than  economic  laws9  in- 
ternational power  plays  s  diplomacy,  statecrafts  warss  treat- 
ies ,  etc    The  natural  man  can  only  see  that  Cyrus f  army  is 
marching,,    He  does  not  know  the  higher  purpose  that  Cyrus 
unconsciously  serves . 

Also  working  against  a  sense  of  God  in  the  present 
is  the  rise  of  a  neo-Deism  in  the  church  that  has  fairly  para- 
lyzed faith.    Deism  is  the  view  that  God  made  the  world  and 
then  abandoned  it  to  self-operating  law  and/or  process. 
The  apostles  of  Christian  secuiarity,  so  anxious  to  estab- 
lish man's  responsibility  for  history,  (which  is  good)  have  all  bu 
made  God  a  mere  outsider  looking  m„    Surely  we  do  not  live 
only  between  the  acts  of  God.    We  live  with  them  and  with- 
in  them. 

Because  our  view  of  life  leaves  little  room  for  God 
in  the  present  we  become  more  proficient  at  seeing  where 
He  was  working  than  where  He  is  working.    Our  expectancy 
has  expired  in  the  nation  at  large  and  in  the  church. 

Listen  to  these  words:    "Everything  and  everybody 
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was  neat,  scrubbed  and  biando  The  expected  appeared,  fell 
into  place  and  was  quickly  replaced  by  the  expected*  There 
was  nothing  that  might  startle,  distress  or  stimulate, "  1_ 
Those  are  the  words  of  John  S,  Wilson,  a  critic  of  The  New 
York  Times,  as  he  reviewed  a  concert  in  Philharmonic  Hall 
this  week.  When  I  first  saw  them  I  thought  he  was  describ- 
ing a  service  in  a  Christian  church,  "The  expected  appeared, 
fell  into  place  and  was  quickly  replaced  by  the  expected, " 

Back  in  1863,  the  Commissioner  of  Patents  sent  in 
his  resignation  to  President  Abraham  Lincoln,  because  he 
felt  that  everything  worthwhile  had  been  invented  and  patent- 
ed and  he  wanted  to  take  up  a  new  occupation  which  would 
provide  for  his  old  age.    There  are  people  in  the  church  who 
feel  that  everything  God  ever  wanted  to  do  has  been  done. 
If  Advent  means  anything  it  means  redimensioning  our  view 
of  life  to  make  room  for  God  now. 


To  help  us  keep  up  with  Him,  God  sends  us  prophets. 
The  hallmark  of  the  prophet  is  not  his  ability  to  predict,  but 
his  capacity  to  discern.    He  has  the  ability  to  detect  the 
eternal  in  the  temporal. 

It  is  always  easier  to  know  who  was  a  prophet  than  who 
is.      It  is  a  risky  business  at  best  identifying  contemporary 
prophets.    But  at  the  very  leasts  God  gives  every  generation 
men  and  women  who  from  time  to  time,  if  not  continuously, 
speak  the  discerning  word  on  certain  subjects,  if  not  every- 
thing    When  we  hear  them  we  test  their  words  against  what 
we  know  of  God  through  the  Scriptures 8  especially  the  Magni- 
ficat, the  Sermon  on  the  Mount,  Jesus'  parable  on  the  last 
judgment,  and  the  whole  life  style  and  direction  of  Jesus' 
earthly  life. 

With  the  Scriptures  thus  in  mind,  may  I  suggest  these 
guidelines  for  determining  what  is  prophetic  and  what  is  not. 
God  is  working  today: 

1.      Wherever  power  is  being  distributed  rather 
than  concentrated  and  protected. 
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20      Wherever  life  is  viewed  in  global  terms 

rather  than  nationalistic  or  regional  terms. 

3o      Wherever  the  preservation  of  the  universe 
and  its  resources  is  valued  more  than  the 
gains  of  a  predatory  technology . 

4S      Wherever  people  are  esteemed  above  things , 

5<>      Wherever  men  are  being  freed  from  un- 
bearable privations  that  keep  them  from 
hearing  the  gospel  and  rising  to  full 
stature  as  the  Sons  of  God* 

6.      Wherever,  the  folly  of  force  as  a  means 
toward  settling  anything  is  exposed,, 

With  these  guidelines  in  hand  I  have  felt  the  force  of 
prophetic  utterance  over  the  past  four  or  five  years  in  the 
words  of  John  Gardner,  Norman  Cousins,  Gunner  Myerdahls 
William  Coffin,  Carlyle  Marney,  William  Stringfeiiow, 
Ruben  Alves»  and  others  „ 

To  help  us  keep  up  with  Him,  God  sounds  in  our  ears 
the  call  of  repentance.    God  never  leaves  Himself  without 
a  witness „    We  usually  deflect  this  call  by  assuming  it  to 
mean  only  repentance  from  the  gross  immoralities  of  life. 
This  is  part  of  it,  of  course     If  you  are  stealings  stop  it. 
If  you  are  living  in  adultery,  stop  it.    If  you  are  cheating 
your  employer  or  your  country ,  stop  it. 

But  repentence  means  more  than  this,    It  includes 
repenting  us  of  that  rigidity  of  outlook  that  keeps  one  from 
being  open  to  what  God  is  about!    That's  why  the  first  ser- 
mon Jesus  ever  preached  was,  "The  time  is  fulfilled,  and 
the  kingdom  of  God  is  at  hand;  repent,  and  believe  in  the 
gospel.  "  (Mark  1:15)    They  were  not  particularly  wicked 
people  to  whom  our  Lord  addressed  these  words0    They 
were  people  who  had  so  embraced  closed  systems  that  even 
the  current  acts  of  God  could  not  penetrate. 

We  need  repentance  because  what  God  does  general - 
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ly  cannot  be  appended  to  our  old  ways*    The  disciples  asked 
the  risen  Lord,  "Wilt  thou  at  this  time  restore  the  kingdom?" 
(Acts  1:6)     Jesus  in  his  answer  implied  that  restoration  of 
the  old  wasn't  what  God  had  in  mind  at  all.    What  God  is  up 
to  is  not  necessarily  congenial  to  our  advantage.    This  is 
why  we  resist  it.     A  man  who  is  playing  out  a  good  hand 
doesn't  usually  want  to  see  a  fresh  deah 

It  is  going  to  cost  me  to  do  this,  but  I  am  going  to 
quote  the  Rev.  James  Holmes.    Of  all  the  words  that  I  have 
read  in  Riverside's  Carillon  over  two  and  a  half  years,  these, 
I  think,  are  the  most  perceptive.    Said  our  distinguished 
minister  of  Christian  Education,  "For  several  decades  Chris- 
tians have  emphasized  the  principle  of  birth  and  development 
in  Christian  life  far  more  than  death  and  resurrection., "    We 
can't  simply  keep  on  trying  to  tie  God  on  to  our  little  pur- 
poses     We  cannot  presume  a  pattern  of  natural  growth  that 
enables  us  to  incorporate  the  holy.    Sometimes  there  is  that 
in  us  which  has  to  die  if  God's  new  is  to  come  home.    And 
that's  what  repentance  means. 

In  the  comic  strip  "Peanuts  "  one  day  Peppermint 
Patty  turned  to  Roy  and  said,  "I  need  some  good  advice. 
What  do  you  do  when  something  you've  counted  on  doesn't 
happen?    This  thing  I  really  believed  was  going  to  happen, 
didn't  happen.    What  do  I  do?'"Weii,"  said  Roy,  "you  could 
admit  you  were  wrongo"    Peppermint  Patty  responded, 
"Besides  that,  I  mean."    3^ 

Regarding  women's  liberation,  maybe  it's  true  that  it 
has  been  a  man's  world.    Regarding  the  black  drive  for 
equality,  maybe  it's  true  that  we  have  repressed  these  peo- 
ple for  a  long,  long  time.    Regarding  the  fervor  of  the  third 
world,  maybe  it's  true  that  the  western  nations  have  been 
dominant  too  long.    Regarding  the  cause  of  the  conservation- 
ist, maybe  it's  true  that  we've  been  prodigal  with  nature's 
gifts.    Regarding  the  rebels  in  the  Christian  church,  maybe 
it's  true  that  we  have  become  a  self-serving  institution 
rather  than  a  bona  fide  community  of  faith  here  for  the  sake 
of  others.    Regarding  our  young  people  and  their  discontent, 
maybe  it's  true  that  our  civilization  has  been  rich  in  things 
and  poor  in  soul. 
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"Cease  to  dweli  on  days  gone  by  and  brood  over  past 
history,"  -  especially  if  that  dwelling  and  that  brooding  is 
keeping  from  your  sight  what  God  is  doing  now.    Let  the 
tendency  to  go  back  be  counter -balanced  by  the  power  of 
prophetic  voices  among  us  and  the  call  to  repentance.    "Here 
and  now  I  will  do  a  new  thing;  this  moment  it  will  break 
from  the  bud„    Can  you  not  perceive  it?"    It  is  urgent  that 
we  perceive,,    For  only  then  do  we  stand  the  faintest  chance 
of  keeping  up  with  God, 


CLOSING  PRAYER 


Almighty  God.  whose  love  for  ail  men  has 
been  once  and  for  ail  established  in  the 
giving  of  Thyself  to  us  in  Jesus  Christy 
touch  our  eyes  that  we  may  see  what 
Thou  art  doing  in  the  world. 

Deliver  us  from  the  spurious  faith 
that  would  attempt  to  make  Thee 
partner  to  our  purposes,  that  we 
may  make  it  the  business  of  our 
life  to  subordinate  our  will  to  Thine0 
In  Jesus'  Holy  Name,         Amen. 


-  7  - 


FOOTNOTES: 

1.  Wilson,  John  So,    The  New  York  Times,   p.   56, 
December  11,   1970 

2.  Short,  Robert  L.     The  Parables  of  Peanuts,   p.  90, 
Harper  &  Row,  New  York  1968 


A.  subscription  to  the  annual  sermon  series, 
SERMONS  FROM  RIVERSIDE,  approximately 
40  in  number,  may  be  made  by  sending  a  check 
for  $5„  00  payable  to  The  Riverside  Church,  to: 

The  Publications  Office 
The  Riverside  Church 
490  Riverside  Drive 
New  York,  N.Y.    10027 


70/  39 


